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Abstract
Recent research has shown that the degree of children's
exposure to and knowledge about reading when they first
enter school is highly predictive of future reading
achievement.

Researchers investigating home influences on

literacy have concluded that certain home experiences prior
to first-grade affect performance and general abilities in
early elementary school.

One component of the literacy-rich

home environment is that of a parent reading to children.
This has been considered by many as a critical component of
a home environment which fosters reading skills.

Being read

to as a preschooler has been shown to be associated with
reading achievement well beyond the early years of school.
The general finding that the more a child knows about
print and reading before systematically learning to read,
the higher his/her reading achievement in school will be, is
well documented in the literature.

However, descriptive

studies have tended to focus on preschool children of
professionals or preschool children of low-income families.
Descriptive studies regarding more typical young
preschoolers are virtually non-existent.
The current study describes early literacy skills (such
as print concepts and letter recognition) of preschool
children, parental support in the home environment for
activities associated with literacy (such as the child's
exposure to print and the amount of time spent reading to
the child), and the relationships among home experiences and

Abstract, cont.
the child's early literacy skills.

This study was designed

to investigate the variability in early literacy skills of 3
to 4 year-old children and to describe to what degree home
experiences supportive of literacy involvement, especially
being read to, are correlated with that variability.
Results did not indicate support for the prediction
that the more children are read to and the greater their
exposure to literature and literacy activities, the better
their literacy skills will be prior to school.
Despite the present findings, reading to children is
believed to be a highly beneficial parent-child activity,
though this is just one of several home activities that
parents can use to expose their children to opportunities
for learning about literacy and language.

As many

researchers point out, there are many potentially desirable
outcomes to parent-preschooler reading; the activity might
strengthen the emotional ties, acquaint the child with
factual information about the world, or provide an
appreciation of pictorial representations, as well as
encourage early literacy skill development.
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Recent research has shown that the degree of children's
exposure to and knowledge about reading when they first
enter school is highly predictive of future reading
achievement (Adams, 1990; Share, et. al., 1984).
Thirty years ago, research on early reading skill
development typically focused on school experiences.

For

example, Brzeinski (1964) set up a pilot program in which
4,000 kindergarten students from the Denver Public School
System were divided into two groups of 61 classes each.
Children in the 61 control classes participated in a
standard kindergarten program.

The students in the 61

research classes received 20 minutes of beginning reading
activity instruction each day.

These reading activities

"provided practice in using beginning consonant sounds with
contextual or meaning clues to identify a printed word" (p.
17).

The pilot group received significantly higher scores on
standardized reading tests, reading quantity, and quality
measures than did children from the control group.
Brzeinski also noted that children who were taught using the
beginning reading activities in kindergarten were
significantly better readers than those children who began
the same programs just one year later.

This study showed

that significant academic gains were achieved by those
children whose parents practiced with them more than 30
minutes per week.

Home Influences

3

Another of Brzeinski's findings that has since received
much attention in the literature is the value of being read
to; the children in his study who had been read to
frequently were found to perform better on the tests of
academic achievement, regardless of which group they
participated in for the project.

Findings such as these

resulted in further investigation into the relationship of
home experience and early reading skills.
Miller (1969) investigated home influences on literacy
and concluded that certain home experiences prior to firstgrade affect performance and general abilities in early
elementary school.

For her study, she chose families from

three different socio-economic status (SES) levels whose
children were enrolled in kindergarten.

The preschool

children from the middle-class homes were found to have had
significantly more home experiences regarding literacy than
children from the upper-lower and lower-lower class groups.
For example, the middle-class children had been on
significantly more family trips and were also read to by
parents and siblings more often than the other children.
These middle-class children also had considerably more
contact with books in their homes before they began first
grade and could recognize most of their alphabet letters,
whereas the lower-class groups had less contact with books
and could recognize virtually none of the alphabet letters.
Miller then examined correlations between home

L
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prereading activities and reading readiness scores on the
Metropolitan Readiness Tests, the Gilmore Reading Test, and
the Stanford Achievement Test.

Literacy activities at home

were significantly correlated with reading achievement in
all three groups of children.
By the mid-1980s, traditional concepts of reading
readiness as discrete visual and auditory skills necessary
to learning to read were replaced by the now widely accepted
orientation that describes preschoolers' holistic attempts
at engaging with print.

This approach to understanding and

describing what young children know about reading and print
before they become conventional readers in school has become
known as early or emergent literacy.
Adams' {1990) overview of all reading research on
learning to read devoted a 43-page chapter to a review of
research pertinent to early literacy, examining the topics
of print concepts, learning letter names, the development of
phonemic awareness (auditory skills of recognizing and
identifying sounds within words), and a discussion of early
home experiences with print that appear to foster these
early literacy skills.

She concluded that children from

literacy-rich environments (which provide many informal
experiences with reading and print) may spend up to 1000
hours in activities involving reading and print before
entering kindergarten, and indeed these children were the
most likely to succeed in reading instruction in school
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(Hannon, 1986, 1989; Teale, 1986; Teidemann & Faber, 1992).
One component of the literacy-rich home environment is
that of a parent reading to children.

This has been

considered by many as a critical component of a home
environment which fosters reading skills (Whitehurst, et al,
1994).

Being read to as a preschooler has been shown to be

associated with reading achievement well beyond the early
years of school.
For example, Rowe (1991) administered questionnaires to
a large group of students ages 5 to 14.

The student form

contained questions about home background and exposure to
reading, as well as the students' attitudes toward reading.
Reading achievement was then measured using a reading
comprehension test and teacher ratings of students' reading
behaviors.
Results showed that the Reading Activity at Home
questionnaire (which included items such as "Do you read
books, magazines or newspapers at home?" and "Do any of your
family or friends read books or stories to you?" [p. 23])
constituted a large portion of the variance in students'
reading achievement in three of the four age levels (ages 78, 9-11, and 12-14).

The researchers also found that the

extent of the direct influence of the Reading at Home
questionnaire actually increased with student age.
Apparently, as students progress through school, the
curriculum grows in difficulty, requiring the student to
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spend increased amounts of time on homework that involves
reading activity.

As a result, these activities increase

the likelihood that students will read for pleasure, thus
having a positive effect on reading achievement (Adams,
1990; Rowe, 1991).
While there is widespread agreement that parent-child
reading, a frequent correlate of success with reading in
school, is highly beneficial in the acquisition of literacyrelated knowledge (National Academy of Education, 1985),
Scarborough and Dobrich (1994) argue that other aspects of
the home literacy environment, such as individual
differences in children's interest in print and reading, are
as influential as having a parent read to them.

Scarborough

and Dobrich (1994) did find, however, that those
preschoolers who show greater interest in literacy
activities are also likely to have been read to more
frequently than other children.

Children who are read to

are also more likely to "exhibit superior literacy skills"
both in preschool and school years (p. 64).
The general finding that the more a child knows about
print and reading before systematically learning

t~

read,

the higher his/her reading achievement in school will be, is
well documented by Adams (1990).

However, descriptive

studies have tended to focus on preschool children of
professionals (Bissex, 1980; Mason, 1980) or, more
frequently, preschool children of low-income families
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(Martinez, 1989; McCormick & Mason, 1986, 1989; Whitehurst,
et al, 1994).

Descriptive studies regarding more typical

young preschoolers are virtually non-existent.
Also, questions regarding when the early reading skills
typically emerge have not yet been examined.

Little data on

the early literacy skills of typical 3 and 4 year olds are
available, partly due to the fact that the early or emergent
literacy perspective has only recently evolved.

Thus, a

description of preschoolers' early literacy skills and
parental support (including book reading to their child) for
literacy with a more typical (neither low-income nor
primarily from professional families) group of children
would add to the body of knowledge regarding the development
of early literacy skills and the importance of parental
involvement in the development of those skills.
The current study describes early literacy skills (such
as print concepts and letter recognition) of preschool
children, parental support in the home environment for
activities associated with literacy (such as the child's
exposure to print and the amount of time spent reading to
the child), and the relationships among home experiences and
the child's early literacy skills.

This study was designed

to investigate the variability in early literacy skills of 3
to 4 year old children and to describe to what degree home
experiences supportive of literacy involvement, especially
being read to, are correlated with that variability.

Home Influences
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Method
Data were collected from parents and their preschool
children.

Participants were parents (N = 22) and their

preschool-aged children (N

= 22) enrolled in the Charleston

Community Day Care and Growing Places daycare.

Of the 22

child participants, 15 were boys, and 7 were girls; the mean
age was 52 months.

Of the participating parents, 19 were

mothers, and 3 were fathers.

To maintain confidentiality,

both daycare directors sent permission slips home with the
students in the 3- and 4-year old classes, and the names of
the participating families only became known to the
experimenter when permission slips were returned.

For

fourteen of the participants, meeting times were arranged in
which the participating parent completed the questionnaire
while the child's early literacy skills were assessed.

The

other eight assessments were conducted at the daycare, and
these parents completed their questionnaires and interview
forms at home and returned them by mail.

Parent

questionnaires and child assessment measures developed by
McCormick and Mason (1986, 1989; Mason, et al., 1990) were
adapted for use in this study.
The parent questionnaire (See Appendix A) provided
information regarding parental support for literacy
activities and parental perception of the child's print
knowledge.

Five variables were obtained from the parent

questionnaire:

parental assessment of child's print
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knowledge, parental support for reading, estimates of time
spent reading to the child weekly and yesterday, and number
of literacy activities engaged in with the child.

The last

three variables were not used in the earlier studies (Mason,
et al., 1990; McCormick & Mason, 1986, 1989).
The child assessment (See Appendix B) provided data on
three areas: print concepts, letter recognition, and rhyming
skill (one of the first skills of phonemic awareness).

The

print concepts section involved introducing the child to a
Little Books (McCormick & Mason, 1990) story, asking the
child to point out different parts of the book, and telling
what the printed words to the story might say.
scored 1 or

These were

o, with a total print concepts score of 11.

In

letter recognition, cards and paper strips with letters
printed on them were presented to the child for
identification via matching, pointing, and naming.
child was also asked to recite the alphabet.

The

Seven items

for letter recognition resulted in a possibility of 42
points (1 point for each letter identified).

In rhyming,

finger puppets named Cranky Franky and Fancy Nancy were used
to introduce the concept of rhyming.

The child was told

that the puppets like to hear words that sound the same, as
the puppets' names do.

The child was then asked to

determine whether a list of word pairs would be pleasing to
the puppets, based on whether they sounded the same.
Finally, the child was asked to think of additional rhyming
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words on his/her own after several examples were given.
Rhyming consisted of 15 items scored 1 or

o.

Also during the meeting time, the experimenter
conducted an informal parent interview in which questions
regarding home environment and family information were
asked.

These questions addressed topics such as number of

household residents, level of parent's education, and
whether the child had ever received any special education
services.
Results
Means and standard deviations (See Table 1) were
calculated for the three child variables of print concepts,
letter recognition, and rhyming, and for the five parent
variables of the estimate of child's print knowledge,
support for reading activities in the home, time spent
reading to the child (weekly and yesterday), and the number
of literacy activities engaged in with the child.

Mean

scores on the child variables indicate 66% of the items
regarding print concepts, 65% of the items regarding letter
recognition, and 58% of the items regarding rhyming were
answered correctly.

The mean number of uppercase letters

correctly identified (a subset of the items in the letter
recognition task) indicates 51% correct.
The mean for the parent variable of estimating child
print

knowled~e

(7 items scored 1-4) was 2.S8 (out of a

possible 4), and the mean for the support

score

(7 items,
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scored 1-4) was 3.23 (out of a possible 4) across all items.
The mean score for parent's report of average number of
minutes the child was read to per week (M = 120) was about 8
times the mean number of minutes reported for reading time
"yesterday".

Both estimates of reading time were extremely

variable, as noted in the standard deviations.

The range of

literacy activities (such as naming signs and labels, and
reading alphabet books) engaged in with the child was 2 to
9, with an average of 5 activities (which includes reading
to the child).
Pearson correlations among all variables (See Table 2)
show that the parental assessment of their child's print
knowledge correlates significantly with the three child
variables of print concepts, letter knowledge, and rhyming.
Parental assessment of child's print knowledge did not
correlate significantly with any other parental variable:
support for reading score, average number of minutes spent
reading to the child (yesterday or weekly), or the number of
literacy activities engaged in with the child.

Parental

support correlated significantly with the number of minutes
spent reading to the child yesterday, as well as the average
minutes per week.

The number of literacy activities engaged

in with the child correlated significantly with the average
number of minutes read to per week.

The child variables

(print concepts, letter knowledge, and rhyming) were all
significantly inter-correlated.
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To more closely examine the relationships among the
parent variables and the child variables, step-wise multiple
regression (SPSS) analyses were conducted.

In these

analyses, each of the three child variables served as the
dependent variable, with all 5 parental variables available
as predictors.

For print concepts and rhyming, the only

parent variable identified as a significant (at n=.05)
predictor was the parental assessment of child's knowledge.
For letter recognition, the parental assessment of child
knowledge was significant (at n=.05), and the amount of time
spent reading to the child was significant (at n=.05) in the
negative direction.
Using median splits on the parental variables of
support, number of literacy activities, and number of
minutes read to yesterday, t-tests for each of the three
child variables were conducted.

None of these resulted in

significant differences.
Discussion
The results for the child variables indicate a level of
performance higher than that found by Mason, et al. (1990).
In the Mason, et al. study, comparable measures of print
concepts and letter recognition were given to children at
the beginning and end of their year in an at-risk program
for four-year olds.

Of particular interest is the

performance on the letter recognition task; the at-risk
children's average end-of-year score was equivalent to 39%

Home Influences

13

correct, compared to 65% correct in the current study.
The results provide useful descriptive information
regarding preschoolers' (who are neither enrolled in a
university-affiliated preschool nor a program for at-risk
children) early literacy skills.

Of the children

participating in the study, 27% were age 3, 50% were age 4,
and 13% were age 5.

None of the participating children had

received special education services, and none were yet
enrolled in kindergarten.
were quite developed.

Many of the children's skills

For instance, the children in all 3

age groups combined obtained 66% correct on the print
concepts score, as well as 65% correct on letter
recognition.

On letter identification (a subset of items

from letter recognition), 35% of the children knew 22 or
more letters, while the average was 13.36 letters.

In

rhyming, the average score was the equivalent of 58%
correct.
The parent variable for estimating child's knowledge
was significantly correlated with all three of the child
performance variables:

~ =

.48 with print concepts,

with letter recognition, and

~ =

.58 with rhyming.

~ =

.76

This

indicates that the parents did estimate their child's
knowledge with reasonable accuracy.

This is consistent with

McCormick and Mason (1989) where researchers found a

~

.54 for parent estimate of child knowledge with child
performance.

of
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The finding that the other four parent variables
(parental support, minutes spent reading to the child
yesterday and in a typical week, and other literacy
activities) were not correlated with child variables, was
not expected and is surprising.

McCormick and Mason (1989)

had found a moderate positive correlation between parent
support scores and child scores on similar measures.
One possible explanation for the lack of a positive
correlation between parent support and child variables in
this study is that the 7 items reflecting parent support for
reading did not provide enough variability as noted in the
skewed distribution of the support score.

The average score

was 81% of the total possible score; the lowest score was
57%, and the next lowest 64%.
The support questions were originally developed for
parents of children who were academically at-risk (McCormick

& Mason, 1986, 1989), but this sample was comprised of
parents who were educated at the college level.

In fact,

91% attended college, 18% had college degrees, and 23% had
completed some graduate work, while only 9% of the parents
did not attend college.

These well-educated parents were

providing support for early literacy activities to a much
greater extent than was expected; the sample had been
selected to reflect a more diverse parental educational
background.

Also, the participants were self-selected,

which may mean that this may not have been a typical sample
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of the population.
The parental variables of support, time spent reading
to the child, and other literacy activities did not predict
the child variables.

While other investigations into

parental influences on early reading skills suggested that
time spent reading to the child was of primary importance
(Brzeinski, 1964; Miller, 1969), the development of early
reading skills is a complex event that cannot be easily and
directly linked to a specific parental influence.

In the

current study, the children being read to the most were 3year olds; these young children largely had not yet, nor
would they have been expected to, mastered these early
literacy skills.

Scarborough and Dobrich (1994) suggest

that child skill is influenced by both parent variables and
child variables; this conclusion is not inconsistent with
the findings of this study.
Despite the present findings, reading to children is
believed to be a highly beneficial parent-child activity,
though this is just one of several home activities that
parents can use to expose their children to opportunities
for learning about literacy and language (Scarborough &
Dobrich, 1994).

As Scarborough and Dobrich point out, there

are many potentially desirable outcomes to parentpreschooler reading; the activity might "strengthen the
emotional ties, acquaint the child with factual information
about the world, or provide an appreciation of pictorial

Home Influences

16

representations" (p. 6), as well as encourage early literacy
skill development.
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TABLE 1
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS FOR ALL VARIABLES (n= 22)
Number
Possible

Mean

SD

7.955
27.273
13.364
8.773

2.440
12.205
10.121
4.035

12
42
26
15

20.182
22.636
15.682
120.227
5.136

4.646
2.401
12.179
83.744
1.754

28
28

Child
Assessment
:Print Concepts
Letter Recog.
Letter Identif.
Rhyming

Parent
Questionnaire
Child Knowledge
Parent Support
# Min. Yesterday
# Min. Per Week
# Literacy Activ.

20

Note:

*~<.05.

8. Rhyming

7. Letter
Recognition

6. Print
Concepts

5. # Lit.
Activities

4. # Min.
Per Week

3. # Min.
Yesterday

2. Parent
Support

1. Knowledge

**~<.01

-----

1

-----

.2452

2

-----

.6032**

.3975

3

.2611

-.2253

5

-----

.0412

-.0111

.4840*

6

-----

-----

.2019

.4537* -.2296

.6663** -.0157

.6374**

.0042

4

CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS AMONG ALL VARIABLES (N =22)

TABLE 2

8

21

.0113

-.1401

.1002

.1385

-----

-----

.5641

.6162** .4344**

-.3177

-.3749

.1909

-.0419

.7608** .5790**

7
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Appendix A
Home Influences on Early Literacy:

Parent Questionnaire

Child's Name
Date

Child's Birthdate

To Parent: For each question, please circle the response
that comes closest to describing your child's behavior.
1.

Does your child point out and name letters of the
alphabet on signs, boxes, or books?
not
yet

2.

once in
a while

about once
a week

nearly every
day

Does your child recognize and name any letters?
not yet

about five

about ten

more than
20

Which ones?
3.

Does your child try to print letters?
not yet

about five

about ten

more than
20

4.

List any printed words that your child notices and
identifies such as names, labels on food, words in
magazines or on signs.

5.

Can your child recognize any printed words?
not yet

6.

about ten

more than
20

How often does your child look at books or pretend to
read books?
not
yet

7.

about five

once in
a while

about once
a week

nearly every
day

Can your child recite the alphabet or sing the alphabet
song?
not
yet

can say a
few of them
in order

can say most
of them in
order

can say or
sing whole
alphabet
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8.

Does anyone read to your child?
apply.)
not
yet

9.

parents

once in
a while

once or twice
a week

nearly every
day

about 5

about 10

more than 20
(Approximate

#=~~>

one

several

many

once in
a while

about once
a week

nearly every
day

Does your child ask to have stories read to him/her?
not
usually

14.

other

Does your child watch Sesame Street on TV at home?
not
usually

13.

friend

How many alphabet books does your child own?
none

12.

relative

How many children's books does your child have at home?
1 or 2

11.

(Circle all that

How often does someone read to your child at home?
not
yet

10.

older
child
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once in
a while

about once
a week

nearly every
day

Does your child see you or another family member
reading?
not
usually

once in
a while

about once
a week

nearly every
day

15.

Do you or other members of the household read to your
child from materials other than children's books? List
any.

16.

How many minutes did you or another person spend
reading to your child at home yesterday?

About how many minuteB is your child read to in a
typical week?

Home Influences
17.
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What has your child seen you read in the last week?
newspaper

magazine

other:
(describe)

novel

18.

If your child has any favorite books, list two of them
here.

19.

What types of early literacy activities do you engage
in with your child? (Circle all that apply.)
a.

reading to your child

e.

telling stories

b.

using magnetic letters

f.

c.

listening to or reciting
nursery rhymes

g.

reading alphabet
books
naming signs and
labels

d.

verbal play with rhyming

Any others you can think of?

Please describe:

L
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Appendix B
Home Influences on Earlv Literacy: Child Assessment
I.

PRINT CONCEPTS:

Materials: Stop

I have a book for us to read together.
COVER: Hand book to child by spine and ask:
I.

Show me the front of the book.

_ _ 2. Show me the back of the book.
Place the book on the table, cover side up.
_ _3.

Show me where there is something to read here. (If child
points to stop sign, ask: Is there another place?)

_ _4. What might it say? (Praise attempt:
Record response:

"Good try!•)

Point to each word and say, •it says, 'Stop.'•
Score: One point each for items I-4 if answered correctly.
incorrect responses.

Note

PAGE ONE: Stop car
_ _5. Open the book to the beginning of the story.
child opens to the wrong page.)
_ _6.

Where is the top of the page?

_ _7.

Where is the bottom of the page?

_ _8.

Show me where there is something to read.

(Assist if

_ _9. Where do you begin reading?
_ _ IO.

How 11any words are there here? {Slide finger under the
two words.)

_ _ II. What do you think the words say? {Praise effort, e.g. "Good
try!") Point to ea.ch word and say: "It says, 'Stop car.'"
Response: _________________________
Score: I point each for items 5-II. {The page must be read exactly for
credit on item II.) Note incorrect responses. **Read rest of story to
child.
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II.

Materials:

LETTER RECOGNITION:

Letter strips

Now we'll do something different.

Show strip with:
__l .

2 6 9

T MA

&= %

Do you see any letters here? Point to them.

Score: 1 or 0.
_ _ 2a.

Find the letter M

_ _ 2b.

Find the letter T

_ _ 2c.

Find the letter A

Score:

1 or 0.

_ _3. Ask child to say or sing the ABC's.
Did child sing or say alphabet? Was it accurate? Yes No
Score: score 1 for attempt beyond ABC.
Show letter strip:

A C D P M R 0 S T I

S Q B A I N P C T D M0 R V
_ _ 4.

(Point to
o each
letter in the top row, one at a time, and help child look
in bottom row for match.)

Can you find one just like this down here?

Score: Circle each letter the child can correctly match.
correct on line.
Show the letter cards
one at a time:
_ _5.

Score:

R F WE Q
MS T B Y

G I VJ

L UXZ

CA P0

DHK N

Here are some 1110re letters for you.
they are?

Circle each letter correctly named.
6.

Mark total

Can you tell me

Put total score on line.

Write child's first name and ask •what does this say?•
Response:
(Praise attempt:

•Good try!n)

what
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II I.

RHYMING:

Materials:

finger puppet

Now we're going to try sa11ething a little bit different.
Show child the finger puppet.
Here are some puppets named Cranky Franky and Fancy Nancy that like
words that end with the same sound, the way their names do. They like
to hear Ma and Pa. They like to hear cat and hat .•• kit and •it. Now,
will these puppets like to hear:
bag--tag •••. Yes, these end with the same sounds, just like
their names do. These words al11e>st sound the same.
How about •••
big -- tall •••• NO, these do not end the sa11e way. They don't
sound the same.
Continue with the test, after correcting any of the above practice
items.
Give directions: Listen to these two words -- XXX xxx. Will the
puppets like to hear those two words? Circle correct responses.
I.

2.
3.
4.
5.

boy
hen
girl
fish
rat

toy
ten
boy
dish
mouse

(yes)
(yes)
(no)
(yes)
(no)

6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

mop
cat
up
bed
cow

cop
hat
down
red
horse

(yes)
(yes)
(no)
(yes)
(no)

Here are SOiie other words that Cranky Franky and Fancy Nancy would like
to hear because they sound the same too:
ex.:

xxx
I.

2.
3.
4.
5.

pat
stop
bed
fan
sad

xxx
rat
mop
said
ran
had

xxx --- Can you tell me another one?
fat
cop
Fred
tan
glad

Score: I or 0

